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Producing television and disability  
An inquiry into the discourses of the production team on the making of ‘Tytgat Chocolat’ 
In the fall of 2017 the Belgian public service broadcaster Één aired a new television drama series called 
Tytgat Chocolat. This programme is noteworthy because most of the leading roles are played by actors 
with learning difficulties. Primetime television fiction that includes so many disabled characters is rare, 
as is academic research into the production of television content created in cooperation with people 
with learning difficulties. When disability studies engages with television or vice versa, research often 
gets stuck on revealing prejudicial imagery and stereotypes. However, in order to increase and diversify 
media representations of disability – which is evidently the goal of disability media studies – we argue 
that research into the production practices of media representations can make valuable contributions 
to this field of inquiry. Especially research that includes discourses of people with learning difficulties 
working within television production, because those voices have traditionally been kept out of the 
academic debate.  
For many years, the disability studies community has tried to deconstruct dominant medical discourses 
that naturalize the segregated position of disability in society. Instead, they promote the inclusion of 
people with disabilities in all facets of societal life. Accordingly, Runswick-Cole and Goodley (2015) 
argue to reconsider ‘mental retardation’ not as an ‘objective’ medical condition, but as a biopolitical 
construction. By doing so, critical and sociocultural analyses of dis/abling environments and social 
practices is enhanced. Drawing on that perspective, the aim of this study is to acquire more insights 
into the production practices of Tytgat Chocolat. Via thematic analysis of twelve in-depth interviews 
with different members of the production team, we examined discourses and lived working 
experiences on the making of Tytgat Chocolat.  
Two main subjects were explored in the interviews: discourses on television representations of 
learning difficulties, and discourses on the production practices of Tytgat Chocolat. Concerning the 
representation of learning difficulties, it was stated that the producers wanted to show the characters 
with learning difficulties as ‘bigger than life’, i.e. ‘capable of more than one would expect’. Although 
well intended, the data revealed that they actually tried to fit the characters into what is called the 
‘tyranny of the normal’ (Fielder, 1996) so they would be liked by a broad audience. Concerning the 
production practices, ‘dis/abling working conditions’ were most touched upon. Ironically, while all 
actors with learning difficulties play paid employees of a chocolate factory, the actors were not treated 
as actual employees. They all point to the fact that they did not receive salaries for their months of 
work. Nonetheless, they also provided examples where they felt empowered and equally valued during 
the production process. We conclude by stating that although the making of Tytgat Chocolat reflects 
shifting social practices towards more inclusion of people with disabilities, they were often hindered 
by economic and commercial logics that dominate the television industry.  
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